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Urban World Heritage Sites and the Problem of Authenticity 
 
 
Abstract 
 
The number of designated World Heritage Sites (WHS) has proliferated across the world 
over the last two decades. Often associated with relatively self-contained sites of historic or 
architectural importance and their immediate surroundings, an increasing number of urban 
WHS now extend to broader areas within cities. The urbanness of WHS presents a series of 
challenges related to the designation, assessment and management of conservation objects in 
the context of dynamic and heterogeneous urban systems. One dimension that is often 
commented on is the tension between authentic conservation and commodification. However, 
there are also issues around how the ‘urban experience’ is treated.  In this paper we discuss 
the difficulty of translating traditional conservation concepts, which we centre on the concept 
of authenticity, to the diverse and dynamic urban contexts urban WHS represent, and the 
concerns over their management that result. Specifically we explore the ‘coming to ground’ 
of the WHS designation in three British urban contexts. It is argued that the urban 
problematic of conservation is leading to something of a crisis in WHS designation as a 
primarily object-based logic is forced to contend with the complexities of place. This is 
beginning to lead to a changing set of practices related to urban WHS management. 
 
 
Keywords: World Heritage Sites, conservation, authenticity 
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Introduction 
 
In 1972 the UNESCO General Conference adopted the Convention Concerning the 
Protection of the World’s Cultural and Natural Heritage, otherwise known as the World 
Heritage Convention. The rationale of the convention was that there are places of 
‘outstanding universal value’, that these are part of the heritage of all humankind and that 
their protection is therefore a shared responsibility. The most well known outcome of this 
was the identification of cultural and natural properties and their inscription as World 
Heritage Sites (WHS) that effectively sit at the pinnacle of international heritage status. Sites 
were, and still are, considered on the basis of nominations put forward by national 
governments. Sites are inscribed on the basis of their ‘outstanding universal value’, ‘cultural 
and/or natural significance which is considered so exceptional as to transcend national 
boundaries and to be of common importance for present and future generations of all 
humanity’ (UNESCO 2008; para 49). To be considered to have outstanding universal value 
(OUV) a site must meet at least one of ten criteria (see table 1) and must meet tests of 
authenticity and the related concept of integrity as well as demonstrating an adequate 
protection and management system. The first twelve WHS were inscribed in seven countries 
in 1978. By summer 2009 the total had reached 890 sites (689 cultural, 176 natural and 25 
‘mixed’) across 148 states. 
 
World Heritage Sites are often associated with relatively self-contained sites of historic or 
architectural importance and their immediate surroundings. However, WHS inscriptions have 
included historic cities from the inception of the designation with Cracow (Poland) inscribed 
in the first World Heritage list in 1978. As the World Heritage list has grown so have the 
number of WHS that extend to broad and heterogeneous areas within cities. The Organisation 
of World Heritage Cities, founded in 1993, lists 242 cities (http://www.ovpm.org/cities), 
varying vastly in scale and extensiveness of site, but including, for example, historic Cairo 
(Egypt, inscribed 1979), Havana (Cuba, 1982), the City of Bath (UK, 1987), Prague (Czech 
Republic, 1992), Naples (Italy, 1995), Karlskrona (Sweden, 1998), Hoi An (Vietnam, 1999), 
Zanzibar Stone Town (Tanzania, 2000), and the historic centre of Bordeaux (France, 2007). 
Often located in or around the central areas of cities, the designation of a WHS can 
effectively transform those places into world heritage cities, especially as the authorities 
responsible for managing the site are required to consider the impact on the site of 
developments beyond the site boundary.  
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It is our contention that urban WHS, and more specifically the ‘urbanness’ of urban WHS, 
has opened up a series of problems for WHS management, resulting in what has become a 
nascent crisis.  Part of this is about the conflict between the preservationist ethos of the WHS 
designation and attempts by local authorities to extract economic benefit or at least secure 
appropriate economic and social development.  In this sense problems around the WHS 
designation revolve around attempts to fix ideas of conservation value on dynamic, 
heterogeneous urban landscapes.  It might be argued that there are fundamental tensions 
between the desire to preserve a sense of the past and recognising that heritage cities are the 
product of layers of development and habitation.   
 
In this context urban WHS present a particularly telling example of the contestations and 
multi-scalar perspectives that frequently exist with urban conservation. WHS governance (in 
the UK at least) is led by local government bodies that have a remit that extends much wider 
than cultural issues. Local government is engaged in a complex interaction between 
frequently divergent local interests, national government and agencies and international 
conservation bodies. This latter dimension is unique to WHS and arguably presents a top-
down view in which questions of value (and places themselves) are objectified. 
 
As in most conservation contexts, these issues have revolved around the idea of value and 
authenticity and its subsequent management. Articulating what authenticity is and how it 
should be sustained has proven particularly difficult with urban WHS. In the examples we 
discuss this has often been less to do with the particular material artefacts in which 
outstanding universal value is said to rest as in providing a broader framework for these 
objects that is considered appropriate. This has led to both ICOMOS/ UNESCO seeking to 
develop its own conceptual framework for thinking about historic cities and to a higher 
degree of scrutiny by these agencies over development taking place. In turn there has been a 
greater willingness to ‘get tough’ with national and local governments.  
 
Thus the paper begins by briefly reflecting on some of the tensions of WHS management that 
might be considered near-universal, such as the pressures of commodification and tensions 
over ‘ownership’, before focusing on issues more specific to urban WHS. These include the 
very different economic and governance contexts of urban WHS, as part of cities, when 
compared to more discrete monumental sites. Crucially, a significant part of the conflict that 
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arises in the management of urban WHS derives from a lack of clarity and consensus over the 
nature of authenticity when translated to an urban scale, and this is the focus of the next 
section. UNESCO is seeking to develop the idea of ‘historic urban landscapes’ to give greater 
clarity to this vexed issue. This section is followed  with a discussion of the UK urban WHS 
of Bath, Liverpool and Edinburgh and specifically the tensions that have led to UNESCO 
missions visiting each city. 
 
 
The Urban Challenge for WHS 
 
The rapid escalation in the growth in WHS has been underpinned by the keenness of national 
and local governments to nominate WHS. This in turn is linked to the kudos benefits of such 
status, but also, critically, the economic benefits, especially in terms of tourist development, 
that are assumed to flow with such status (see e.g. Smith, 2002 on Maritime Greenwich). 
Inscription of sites is made on the basis of qualities of ‘outstanding universal value’, and yet a 
clear motivation for achieving this status is the benefits of increased economic activity that 
ensue. For, 
 
‘the term “World Heritage Site” is instantly recognised as designating something very 
special, in tourism terms a definite “ must see”……. Needless to say, such sites are 
magnets for visitors and the enrolment of a new property on the World Heritage List, 
with the concomitant publicity, is virtually a guarantee that visitor numbers will 
increase.’ (Shackley 1998: Preface) 
 
However, in the act of inscription, a site is becoming something different; it will be regarded 
conceptually in a different light and will acquire a new set of institutional and economic 
relationships. Some of these are almost inherently freighted with difficulty; a site has 
acquired a global accolade, determined by international conservation bodies, but the 
management and future of the site must ‘come to ground’ and be mediated principally by 
local governance processes.  
 
So, for example, the pressure to present heritage locations in ways deemed suitable by the 
tourism industry, to commodify them for tourist consumption, raises tensions with 
management objectives centred around notions of cultural authenticity. Jan van-der-Borg et 
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al. (1996) considered seven European ‘art cities’ and concluded that tourism menaced not 
only the vitality of their local economies, but also the integrity of their heritage and the 
quality of life of their residents. Furthermore, sheer weight of visitor numbers can present 
major practical problems. For example, the picturesque, but tiny, hilltop city of San 
Gimignano in Tuscany apparently receives three million visitors a year, causing severe 
environmental problems (Cleere 2006). 
 
The desire to construct a location more acceptable to tourists was one of the motivations 
behind radical changes made to the way the Historic Centre of Lima was managed, post-
inscription as a World Heritage Site, described by Maaria Seppanen. The goal was to cleanse 
the area to ‘become a colonial fantasy re-enacted from an imaginary past’ (Seppanen 1999: 
69). Physical improvements included works such as restriction of traffic and guidelines on 
such issues as commercial signage, familiar the world over. However, there was also a very 
particular focus on uses in the area and the forcible displacement of large numbers of street 
vendors, apart from small numbers of carefully controlled vendors selling tourist-related 
items.  
 
Such management practices, whilst raising issues of authenticity, also render evident many 
other questions and especially ideas of ‘ownership’. Whilst the Lima case maybe an extreme 
and regressive mobilisation of WHS status, it exposes wider questions over the role of WHS 
in terms of conflicts over space. In Lima these were essentially local conflicts, as WHS 
management was used as an explicit device of social control and gentrification. Very often 
conflicts over space and ownership are perceived more in terms of the competing scalar 
claims that can exist between the global accolade of OUV (and the tourist industry that 
follows) and more local aspirations for the management and evolution of place. Graeme 
Evans (2002) discussed the urban example of Quebec City and the differing perspectives of 
different stakeholder groups, such as residents and tourists, perceiving local voices to be 
marginalised in a process of gentrification and ‘touristification’. Such tensions have been 
recorded for a wide variety of WHS including the Kathmandu Valley in Nepal (Owens, 
2002), Angkor in Cambodia (Winter, 2004), and Mesoamerican WHS in Mexico (Evans, 
2004).  
 
Many of the specific examples given above of visitor management, commodification and 
contested ownership, and the management conflicts that result, are urban, but these 
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challenges of managing WHS are not restricted to urban sites and potentially apply to all 
types of site. However, it is our contention that the management of urban WHS presents 
additional layers of complexity. A critical part of this is the economic role a WHS might play. 
Thus, whilst heritage-related tourism may be significant, it is only ever going to be modest 
part of the urban economy for most urban WHS. Alongside the economic exploitation of 
heritage assets different modes of economic development and regeneration are perceived by 
most stakeholders to be at least equally valid. In short, these are cities, where, alongside 
conservation objectives, there is generally an in-built assumption of dynamism, 
redevelopment and change. In this context the perceived economic opportunity of WHS can 
quickly change to perceived threat, if WHS status threatens to stymie redevelopment 
aspirations. Indeed, in the case of Manchester, England the city authorities have pursued a 
laissez-faire approach to development in the knowledge that it is likely to stymie plans to 
bring forward a potential urban WHS (Hebbert, 2009; Short, 2007).  
 
Furthermore, the governance arrangements for urban WHS are often very different than for 
site-based WHS. Typically discreet sites will be managed by a single owner, such as a 
cultural agency (e.g., in England, English Heritage or the National Trust). For urban WHS the 
context is generally very different and more complex. Governance is led by local planning 
authorities, through wider processes of urban planning and city management. Alongside 
management plans aimed at sustaining the WHS (see below), there will be a raft of other 
planning policy mechanisms, often in an imperfect relationship and with potentially 
incompatible goals. All this occurs in a range of very different technical and political contexts 
between different sites, relating to various factors such as the built heritage of the city and the 
different development cultures that exist in these different locales. Furthermore, different 
sites have different locational relationships vis-à-vis other urban assets, different local 
perceptions of the economic benefits that can be derived from the site versus the opportunity 
cost against other forms of economic development and different degrees of consensus locally 
about the value of heritage and its management. 
 
As such, urban WHS provide a particular, but telling, window into a series of wider issues 
about competition over and the governance of urban space. Part of the context for urban 
WHS is the intense pressure that many towns and cities face in the current era of economic 
restructuring and inter-urban competition (cf Harvey, 1989). Pressures arise from WHS 
managers seeking to not only manage the demands of local communities and visitors, but to 
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also, as urban leaders, look for the economic opportunities needed to retain the viability and 
vitality of their locality.  
 
The pressure for redevelopment has led to high-profile struggles between domestic 
governments (local and national) and UNESCO and ICOMOS (the body responsible for 
WHS designation and compliance and their advisors) over specific development proposals. 
UNESCO’s anxiety over the degree of conservation protection afforded to sites by national 
legislation led to the introduction of the concept of buffer zones; an area outside the principal 
site but providing the key sensitive context for the site. As with principal site boundaries, 
proposals for and changes to buffer zones need the consent of UNESCO. Moreover, in 1997 
UNESCO introduced a requirement for new nominations to be accompanied by a 
management plan, with the intention that existing sites would be retrofitted with such plans. 
UNESCO has increasing sought to flex its muscle by threatening to place sites on a danger 
list as a possible first stage in the withdrawal of WHS status in cases where cultural value is 
under threat. In 2009 the first cultural WHS to lose its status was the Dresden Elbe Valley in 
Germany1. 
 
It is evident that within UNESCO the management of urban World Heritage Sites has become 
a particular concern. In part this reflects the consequence of a wave of development pressure 
affecting urban centres across the western world sustained by the credit-fuelled property 
boom of the 1990s and, until recently, 2000s. One particular issue has been the renewed 
impetus for tall buildings during the 1990s and early 2000s (Short, 2007). As we document 
with UK examples below, the nature of urban WHS makes discussions over how much a 
site’s OUV has been compromised particularly contentious and difficult to arbitrate over. As 
complex urban areas considerations of issues such as determining authenticity can be 
extremely nebulous and problematic.  
 
Thus, urban WHS encompass parts of cities that generally have a heterogeneous character 
and scope for very different interpretations of heritage value. This in turn has implications for 
very different scenarios of future urban development. For example, does a history of 
architectural innovation leave a legacy warranting strict preservation or does it legitimate 
future bold innovation? Moreover, what techniques and criteria might be used to assess the 
                                                 
1
 The only other WHS that has been taken off the list was the natural WHS, the Arabian Oryx Sanctuary in 
Oman (2007). 
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legitimacy of different types of development? In short, there has been an increasing 
realisation that such sites need addressing as a distinct category with particular issues. 
 
 
Authenticity, integrity and cultural value at the urban scale 
 
A fundamental issue that underpins these anxieties about the management of urban WHS is 
the lack of a clear, internationally agreed set of conservation principles about how such 
places should be managed, and their authenticity defined and protected, comparable to long 
established principles of conservative repair which exist for a more traditional monumental 
heritage (Pendlebury 1999, 2009). 
 
As town planning activity extended across the historic city in the post-war period, intensified 
during the 1960s and re-ordered to a much more conservation-based approach following the 
rejection of architectural modernism, conservation objectives increasingly had to be 
articulated at very different scales – at the level of a city, town, village or smaller area within 
these (see e.g. Larkham, 2003, Pendlebury, 2003). In addition to responses within individual 
countries, such as the legislation enabling the designation of conservation areas in the UK 
(the Civic Amenities Act 1967), international bodies began to focus their concern and efforts 
on conservation at an urban scale. Two important international declarations were made in the 
mid-1970s; one by the Council of Europe, The Amsterdam Declaration (Council of Europe 
1975); the other by UNESCO from its meeting in Nairobi (UNESCO 1976). Subsequently 
ICOMOS adopted the Washington Charter for historic towns and urban areas in 1987 
(ICOMOS 1987). All three statements echoed established ‘scientific’ principles, emphasising 
the importance of research and of sustaining authenticity. All emphasised the importance of 
the integration between conservation and town planning at the urban scale, the significance of 
public opinion and support, and the need for works of conservation to be socially progressive. 
This fusion of conservation and planning processes is what the Council of Europe terms 
‘integrated conservation’. However, it is a set of principles which are principally concerned 
with process. 
 
Thus, from a conservation perspective, how to translate core concepts such as ‘authenticity’ 
to the urban spatial scale remain problematic. In seeking to conserve an ever changing city, 
authenticity cannot just rest on the integrity of individual buildings and monuments. This was 
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acknowledged during the discussions on the Nara Document (The Nara Document on 
Authenticity, ICOMOS, 1994), which recognised the need for urban areas to evolve and 
experience socio-cultural change (Assi 2000). Conservation becomes not so much the 
protection of architectural fabric but a key element in the processes of urban management.  
 
In 2005, the Vienna Memorandum (“World Heritage and Contemporary Architecture – 
Managing the Historic Urban Landscape” UNESCO, 2005) was addressed at the integration 
of contemporary architecture into historic context. It focused on the following principles,  
• Concept of historic urban landscape 
• Importance of understanding place 
• Avoid pseudo-historical design 
• New development should minimise direct impacts on historic elements 
• Contemporary architecture should be complementary to the values of the historic 
urban landscape 
• Cultural or Visual Impact Assessment. 
This was not a radical statement. It introduced a new, but rather undefined concept (historic 
urban landscape), extended traditional conservation tropes (e.g. on issues of architectural 
style and assertion) and reiterated familiar processes (e.g. the importance of research and 
appraisal). 
 
A 2006 report (World Heritage Centre 2006) identified ten sites in European cities where 
development pressure was considered to potentially have a significant affect on site integrity, 
including in the UK the Tower of London and Liverpool Maritime Mercantile City and there 
have been recent UNESCO missions to all the British cities discussed below as a result of 
concerns about development proposals. At an international level the developing crisis over 
urban management has reached an initial culmination in the de-listing of the Dresden Elbe 
Valley in 2009, having only been inscribed in 2004. This was triggered by an implemented 
bridge project deemed to be detrimental to the OUV of the site. The bridge crosses a valley 
setting for the city that was considered critical in how the site’s OUV had been defined. 
Confusingly the UNESCO decision leaves open the possibility of a new nomination, which 
would presumably have to present a different case for OUV (World Heritage Committee, 
2009).  
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Strategic work within UNESCO is ongoing, mobilised around the concept of ‘historic urban 
landscapes’. Underpinned by a perception of the need to get away from thinking of cities as 
monuments and a need to see cities as first and foremost places where people live, this 
concept incorporates elements such as, for example, cityscape, urban morphology, 
functionality, authenticity and integrity, genius loci and intangible values (Rodwell, 2008; 
Rodwell & Van Oers, 2007). The 2008 ICOMOS Quebec Declaration on the Preservation of 
the Spirit of Place (ICOMOS, 2008) sought to connect ideas of intangible heritage with non-
tangible concepts of material place, such as genius loci, under the concept of spirit of place.  
 
Thus the development pressures experienced by urban World Heritage Sites have 
increasingly become an issue preoccupying the international regulatory bodies. Beneath the 
concern with individual proposals are critical issues over the nature of conservation 
objectives at the urban scale. The objective for UNESCO is to sustain authenticity and 
integrity based on the defined OUV of a site. However, this is occurring within a context of 
constant urban evolution. Furthermore, although some elements of the urban landscape are 
more important than others, it is precisely the combination of different elements from 
different time-scales – the totality in all its messiness – that is the object of conservation. In 
other words, management of the urban WHS becomes partly about conserving individual 
structures and artefacts, but also involves judgements about the spirit of place as a living 
entity from the past, in the present, and for the future. There is understood to be a 
fundamental need to embrace change, even if the extent and form of this change remains 
difficult to define. 
 
This is further complicated by the nature of the WHS regime which depends upon the local 
management of a universalistic framework. This multi-scalar nature introduces multiple 
perspectives on where authenticity may lie, in terms of the international bodies, national 
governments and divergent local voices, including multiple owners. Day-to-day 
responsibility for reconciling these competing claims and for the management of urban WHS 
falls upon urban governance systems. These systems and their decision-makers are 
responsible for much wider city-management goals, including simultaneously looking to 
achieve development, as part of the political imperative of securing the economic vitality of a 
locale. It would be surprising, in this context, if city authorities were especially concerned 
with highly nuanced and ill-defined considerations of such concepts as authenticity. The 
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potential for conflict between the international regulatory bodies and local (and national) state 
parties is manifest. 
 
 
Urban WHS in the UK 
 
The UK ratified the World Heritage Convention in 1984 and between 1986 and 1988 the first 
eleven cultural sites within the UK were inscribed. By 2009 there were twenty-three cultural 
or mixed WHS in the UK with a significant number of these being located within cities or are 
themselves a significant part of a city. In this section we discuss the ‘outstanding universal 
value’ and frameworks for management of three key urban sites in Bath, Edinburgh and 
Liverpool.  
 
The WHS at Bath (‘the City of Bath’), inscribed in 1987 on the basis of criteria i, ii and iv 
(see table 1), revolves around the various phases of development that have been historically 
prompted by the spa waters. This traces back to Roman origins, but is most famously the 
Georgian developments of the eighteenth and early nineteenth century which led to the 
redevelopment of much of the medieval core as well as major expansions of the city, 
especially to the north (figure 1). It is the quality of ensembles of Georgian architecture, their 
planning and their relationship with the landscape that are foremost in Bath’s inclusion within 
the WHS list. Sitting in a steep valley, development, including for infrastructure, is often 
highly constrained and visible. The early WHS inscription of Bath was, astonishingly, 
undertaken with no boundary. As the site is ‘the City of Bath’ a de-facto boundary of the then 
local authority boundary has been used, comprising 2900 hectares. Given the valley location 
of the historic core this has a value when considering issues of setting but is rather absurd at 
another level as it embraces, for example, swathes of 1970s suburbia. 
 
The classical architecture of the New Town of Edinburgh is broadly contemporaneous with 
the Georgian buildings of Bath, although of a more robust character. The WHS (‘Old and 
New Towns of Edinburgh’), inscribed on the basis of criteria ii and iv in 1995, also 
encompasses Edinburgh Old Town, the medieval settlement that included and connects 
Edinburgh Castle and Holyrood Palace, via the Royal Mile. It is the harmonious juxtaposition 
of dramatically sited medieval form and the high-quality influential classical architecture that 
is considered to make Edinburgh unique. Whilst the city has subsequently expanded, much of 
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the centre of the commercial city, plus extensive areas of housing, are included in the WHS. 
The site encompasses almost all the central areas of the city although, like Bath, there is no 
defined buffer zone. 
 
The Liverpool WHS (Liverpool – Maritime Mercantile City), inscribed on the basis of 
criteria ii, iii and iv in 2004, was made in recognition of Liverpool’s historic significance as a 
port. In the 18th and 19th centuries Liverpool was central to the expansion of the British 
Empire, in particular to trade and emigration of British, Irish and other Europeans to the new 
world. The city subsequently, however, became synonymous with urban decay, dereliction 
and out migration in the post-war period. More recently, however, Liverpool has sought to 
attract more positive attention, culminating in the WHS inscription and subsequently the 
award of European Capital of Culture for 2008 – although perceptions of the city often 
remain negative (Boland, 2008). The boundary of the site includes the waterfront and the 
main commercial core of the city and a defined buffer zone incorporates much of the rest of 
the city centre. Liverpool was inscribed onto the World Heritage List for reasons centred 
around it being an outstanding example of a world mercantile port city. Embedded within this 
rationale are its contribution to technological innovation and its pivotal role in the 
transatlantic slave trade.  
 
Whilst there are particularly noteworthy architectural elements in each case, such as the 
Georgian developments of Bath, each of these WHS represents a city, or a very significant 
slice of a city, and as such contains a heterogeneous building stock. Furthermore, it is equally 
apparent with each example that landscape and topography are of great importance, whether 
it is the valley of Bath, the igneous intrusions of Edinburgh or the Liverpool waterfront, and 
the documentation for each site acknowledges that the qualities of cultural value in each case 
might be significantly affected by development beyond the core historic area. As such, as we 
have discussed, quite what sustaining authenticity and ‘outstanding universal value’ entails in 
each case is extremely problematic and unclear, even from a narrow conservation 
perspective.  
 
The primary means by which such urban WHS are managed in the UK is through the 
planning system; through planning policies, through the integration of management plans 
with planning policies and through decision-making about individual proposals. On the face 
of it, provisions on WHS in UK planning law are not especially strong, with no specific 
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legislative provision or additional statutory controls, although government guidance (in 
England) has made the existence of a site a key material consideration in planning decisions 
for some time (Department of the Environment and Department of National Heritage, 1994) 
and there has been a minor tightening of both regulatory controls and scrutiny process 
recently (Department for Communities and Local Government & Department for Culture 
Media and Sport 2009, English Heritage 2009). WHS management is also subject to the 
scrutiny of international conservation bodies and this has been important in these sites, in an 
era when British governments have taken a fairly flexible view of development and 
conservation in line with economic priorities, as we discuss further below. 
 
UNESCO regard the WHS Management Plan as a key document in defining significance and 
drawing management prescriptions geared at sustaining OUV and all three sites have 
management plans (Bath & North East Somerset Council 2003; Liverpool City Council, 
2003; Edinburgh World Heritage 2005). In each place the management plan interacts with a 
raft of other policy which might have a significant impact on the site, including spatial 
planning policies, economic and tourism development strategies and, importantly, policies on 
tall buildings and the skyline. Issues of poor integration between management plans and other 
policy are evident, perhaps most obviously in Edinburgh, which, in having the arms-length 
body of Edinburgh World Heritage (EWH), exists in a different governance context from the 
other sites2. EWH produced the WHS management plan, albeit in consultation with others, 
whereas planning policy is produced by the City Council. The arms-length nature of EWH, 
combined with a historically strong amenity movement has meant a history in the city of 
open conflict over major development proposals. This is reflected in the tenor of the 
management plan, where the term ‘development’ is often equated with ‘threat’ and there are 
references to the superficial understanding of the WHS, it is argued, held by developers. 
 
Contestation over WHS: negotiating multi-scalar conservation conflict 
 
Until recently, the booming economy and rising property market of the last decade has 
brought intense development pressures to each of Bath, Edinburgh and Liverpool. Whilst 
different development cultures exist in the three cities – for example, between economically 
deprived Liverpool desperate for development, more affluent and conservative Bath and the 
                                                 
2
 In Bath and Liverpool the WHS function is articulated around a World Heritage Officer post within the local 
authority’s conservation team. 
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political and financial capital Edinburgh - in each place there are strong voices arguing for 
vigorous modernisation. In each of the three cities this has led to development schemes and 
proposals that have concerned UNESCO sufficiently to send missions to inspect on the 
ground.  
 
The tensions that have grown up over site management came to the fore in Liverpool first. It 
was apparent at the time of the nomination that extensive development was both anticipated 
and seen as desirable by the various UK authorities - within the site, its buffer zone and its 
wider setting. Concerned about the impact of this development UNESCO were ‘unusually 
insistent that a policy framework should reflect the needs of the site’, with ‘unprecedented 
conditions’ being imposed3. These conditions related to the height of new constructions 
prompted by the tall building proposals then coming forward; of critical significance in 
Liverpool, given the importance of its morphology and waterfront (figure 2). The City 
Council wrote a draft tall buildings policy which was published for consultation in December 
2004 (Liverpool City Council, 2004), which suggested three clusters of tall buildings, all 
within either the site itself or the buffer zone. This policy was much criticised (e.g. Rodwell, 
2008) and was applied without any degree of consistency (Short, 2007) and was quickly 
shelved. UNESCO’s concerns also related to development proposals at the symbolic heart of 
the site at Pier Head, which has three iconic historic buildings popularly known as the ‘Three 
Graces’. Initially concerned about proposals for a ‘Fourth Grace’ there have been on-going 
concerns about developments in this key part of the site.  
 
The inscription of the WHS attracted the general support of the many agencies and 
government bodies involved in regenerating Liverpool, yet there has been concern within the 
business community that the tightly drawn boundaries are stifling investment. Indeed, 
stakeholders seem to be coalescing around having the WHS status revoked or at least revised 
to rid the city of the buffer zone (Short, 2007). Conversely, some conservation bodies have 
been intensely critical with what they perceive as a poor track-record on maintaining historic 
buildings and a laissez-faire approach to development within the city (e.g. see Merseyside 
Civic Society website, http://www.liv.ac.uk/mcs/mcshome.html, Hradsky, 2009); a critique 
that has been mirrored in the local and national press (e.g. Hunt, 2008).  
 
                                                 
3
 Denyer, S. (ICOMOS) Interview with Author B, 29 April 2005. 
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It is in this context that, following the World Heritage Committee’s main annual meeting in 
2006, a reactive monitoring mission was dispatched to the city in the October of that year. 
The Fourth Grace proposal of the time of the nomination had been dropped by this time. 
However, Pier Head remained a significant concern, both in terms of the lower key 
development that had replaced the Fourth Grace proposal but also, more significantly, due to 
plans for a new building for the Museum of Liverpool (now under construction) which 
standards forward and to the side of the Three Graces, close to the waterfront (figure 3). 
 
Reporting to the World Heritage Committee in mid-2007 the mission team indicated that they 
did not consider the integrity of the site to be under imminent danger but foresaw potential 
threats to the future functional and integrity of the site (UNESCO-ICOMOS, 2007). They 
expressed concerns over developments on the waterfront and were also concerned that the 
‘world heritage perspective’ has not been effectively communicated and ‘sold’ to local 
stakeholders. However, perhaps their most powerful conclusion was over the inadequacy of 
the planning framework for appraising development proposals. This has led in due course to a 
new Supplementary Planning Document for the WHS, which went out to public consultation 
in March 2009 (Liverpool City Council 2009a & 2009b). 
 
In both Bath and Edinburgh conflicts over development have been equally evident. In Bath 
development proposals to the south and east of the city, whilst not being on the physical scale 
of developments in Liverpool, have been large for the scale of the city and, again, hugely 
controversial – especially the proposed re-use of a former industrial site, called Bath Western 
Riverside (BWR), with a mixed use scheme including some relatively tall blocks. Due to the 
nature of the Bath WHS and its extensive de-facto boundary all the significant development 
proposals of recent years fall within the site. The UK government’s state of conservation 
report of 2008 was at some pains to stress that the various development proposals then under 
consideration did not impinge upon the parts of the site contributing to OUV before 
specifically addressing, and justifying, the BWR proposals (Marsden, 2008a). Nevertheless, 
the World Heritage Committee had sufficient concerns to dispatch a mission to Bath in 
November 2008, with a particular focus on BWR plus another proposal called Dyson 
Academy. The mission concluded that there had been no loss to the OUV of the site and was 
fairly relaxed about the BWR proposals. It was more critical of the now abandoned Dyson 
Academy scheme, which would have entailed the demolition of most of a listed nineteenth 
century industrial building, and a shopping development called Southgate, which had caused 
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no controversy locally, but was disliked by the mission for its pastiche architectural style. 
Again, there were requests for an improved policy framework, in Bath’s case centred more 
upon an updated and developed management plan (UNESCO-ICOMOS, 2009a).  
 
As political capital and financial capital of Scotland, and with a WHS covering most of the 
commercial core of the city, the development pressures in Edinburgh have, until recently, 
been especially marked. The British government’s April 2008 monitoring report for 
Edinburgh emphasised ‘that Edinburgh is a thriving capital city with an important financial 
and retail centre, and high quality development to secure its economic and social future is 
essential’. The report then went on to analyse seven then current development schemes 
(Marsden, 2008b). Again, however, the World Heritage Committee despatched a monitoring 
mission to the city in November 2008. The mission focused in particular on four development 
proposals, of which the two most contentious were the ‘Caltongate’ scheme (within the site) 
and proposals for the Haymarket area (just beyond the boundary). Permission had been 
granted in 2008 for the controversial Caltongate scheme, which includes the demolition or 
partial demolition of two listed buildings (figure 4), despite a well organised programme of 
local resistance. Whilst accepting the general suitability of the site for development the 
mission was critical of the detailed scheme, including the demolition of listed buildings. The 
other scheme the mission had concerns over was a tall building proposal at Haymarket. 
Edinburgh adopted a skyline study in 2008 (Colvin & Moggridge, 2008), commended by the 
mission. However, although this was used by the City Council to justify the Haymarket 
proposal, this was ‘a misuse of the skyline study’ according to the mission (UNESCO-
ICOMOS, 2009b). This case was a spur for the subsequent World Heritage Committee 
decision to push for Edinburgh to consider the implementation of a buffer zone (World 
Heritage Committee, 2009).  
 
A number of themes can be discerned in the dialogues that have developed between the 
World Heritage Committee, its monitoring missions, the British government and the various 
local authorities and other agencies involved in Liverpool, Bath and Edinburgh. First, it is 
clear that what constitutes the authenticity and integrity of sites remains a vexed issue. By 
and large, there is little dispute between the various principal stakeholders over the nature of 
OUV, nor in any of the three cities discussed are there direct threats to major contributing 
elements of that value. It is the means by which OUV comes to ground, and the context the 
major heritage assets sit in, in urban management processes, that is contentious. This debate 
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is principally mobilised around the impact that development proposals might have; generally 
the major heritage assets are acknowledged to be in good condition and well looked after.  
 
Thus within WHS, although there can be threat to some heritage assets contributing to OUV 
e.g. as part of the Caltongate scheme, of more typical concern to UNESCO is the quality and 
appropriateness of new construction – such as at Pier Head in Liverpool. However, perhaps 
more significant still has been the impact of development on the wider urban framework 
within which WHS sit. The height of surrounding new construction has been a major concern 
in all three cities. Each city would acknowledge that the topography and landscape setting of 
each site is very important and UNESCO have been critical of how this has been addressed in 
decision-making in regard to both specific development proposals and in terms of there being 
adequate policy frameworks to appraise them against. In an international context, it maybe 
that planning for a wider historic city, as opposed to protecting tightly defined heritage assets, 
might be regarded as a particular weakness of the British system, as has been argued by 
Dennis Rodwell (2007) in contrasting Paris with London. 
 
It is notable how many of UNESCO’s requests and recommendations have been orientated 
around policy and process issues; perhaps surprising in a country with a reasonably 
resourced, mature planning system with well established rights of public consultation. As 
described above, UNESCO has pushed hard for the development of a Supplementary 
Planning Document for the Liverpool WHS as well as more specific requests in the other two 
cases. It is also worth noting that there is often an unclear relationship with local and national 
systems of protection. The UNESCO/ ICOMOS mission expressed unhappiness with the 
Dyson scheme in Bath principally because of the impact it would have had on a listed 
building, but the UK government responded that this industrial building did not pertain to the 
OUV of the site. Conversely, in all three cities there has been a marked resistance to use 
WHS status as an explicit means of resisting development; the predominance of national 
protection regimes has been pronounced by the Edinburgh planning convenor (Trevor 
Davies, reported Boddy, 2006), but the tendency to rely on more traditional mechanisms, 
such as the listing of buildings, has also been reported in Liverpool4 and Bath5. 
 
                                                 
4
 Douglas J (Liverpool Vision); Hinchcliffe J, (Liverpool City Council) Interviews with author A, 4 March 2008 
5
 Lund I (Bath & North East Somerset Council) Interview with author A, 21 April 2008 
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Finally, it is also notable how much UNESCO/ ICOMOS have pushed for wider stakeholder 
engagement in the management of each of the sites. The involvement of a supra-national 
organisation is a distinct feature of the WHS regime that has been utilised by local 
conservation-orientated campaigners who have actively lobbied UNESCO over developments 
such as Caltongate and Bath Western Riverside and their impact on the authenticity and 
integrity of the WHS. It is clear from the tenor of the UNESCO/ ICOMOS reports that they 
feel better local processes would generate more consensual outcomes and less need for them 
to be involved. 
 
 
Conclusions  
 
All WHS have a particularly complex set of governance arrangements. We have noted the 
potential for conflict between the international regulatory bodies and local decision-makers. 
An added layer to this, demonstrated by the situation in the UK, is the role of national 
government. As the state party, the UK government is responsible not only for nominating 
sites but for implementing the convention and reporting back to UNESCO. It has had to 
become, as a result, far more involved than is usual in local decision-making about particular 
development as a result of intense interest and pressure from UNESCO and ICOMOS and has 
therefore had to mediate between competing, and often hostile, interests. 
 
In the case of urban WHS this complexity is magnified. Single monument sites in urban areas 
are difficult to manage (see the example of the Tower of London site in Worthing and Bond, 
2008) given that development will continue to take place around them, but in urban World 
Heritage Sites the range of factors to consider and mediate are many: the extent of WHS 
boundaries and buffer zones; large numbers of landowners and stakeholders; and, conflicts 
between tourism development and planning for the local population. The level of complexity 
and difficulty in making meaningful decisions about conservation, management and 
development within this context will continue to result in friction between the different scales 
of governance. Tall buildings are a particularly potent example of a development-type that 
galvanises a wide range of interests. In the UK this tends to mean powerful local interests 
pursuing pro-development strategies within the context of an often relatively weak regulatory 
regime. Weaker local conservation interests resist perceived threats to the integrity and 
authenticity of place, calling in UNESCO as an ally with their infrequently used, but 
07/05/2010 
 19
politically powerfully, potential sanction to classify a site as ‘in danger’ or, in extremis, to 
remove sites from the list. 
 
Underpinning these conflicts is a weakly defined sense of what the authenticity of OUV 
means at an urban scale which, in turn, exist in competition with different locally held visions 
of the city. The concept of a WHS as a ‘historic urban landscape’ is interesting but remains 
sketchy at best. This is an urgent problem for UNESCO/ ICOMOS. It is evident that the 
problems of urban WHS management we have described are not unique to the United 
Kingdom but common throughout the developed world. This has placed stress upon the 
international bodies both in terms of the resources required for active monitoring and 
intervention in site-management (through missions) and politically in terms of the need to 
demonstrate the seriousness of the regime through, for example, removing Dresden from the 
list. Furthermore, even if it is possible for ‘historic urban landscapes’ to develop into a more 
robust mechanism it will inevitably be part of a universalising approach to heritage which 
denies space to, or at least exists in competition with, locally produced notions of heritage, 
authenticity and sense of place. 
 
Thus whilst WHS may sit at the pinnacle of international conservation regime, there is 
significant room for manoeuvre as this comes to ground in particular places. This multi-
scaled negotiation is evident in each of the cases we describe, where, to different degrees, 
pro-development local and national administration is involved in an ongoing debate with 
UNESCO and ICOMOS over questions about the significance of the site and the most 
appropriate form of WHS management. Locally the scale politics of world heritage can 
become polarised around positions perceived as pro- and anti-development with each side 
mobilising around interpretations of the meaning of the WHS. This tension can develop to the 
point whereby the value of the status to the locality comes to be challenged; for some 
interests the restrictions on economic vitality and external interference outweigh the 
marketing and place promotion benefits of WHS status. Indeed, given the demands placed 
upon city managers to respond to UNESCO concerns, and their reluctance to use WHS as a 
means of restricting development, it may be that local decision-makers begin to reach a 
similar point of view. 
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Table 1: The Criteria for Selection of World Heritage Sites (UNESCO, 2005) 
 
i to represent a masterpiece of human creative genius 
ii to exhibit an important interchange of human values, over a span of time or within 
a cultural area of the world, on developments in architecture or technology, 
monumental arts, town-planning or landscape design 
iii to bear a unique or at least exceptional testimony to a cultural tradition or to a 
civilization which is living or which has disappeared 
iv to be an outstanding example of a type of building, architectural or technological 
ensemble or landscape which illustrates (a) significant stage(s) in human history 
v to be an outstanding example of a traditional human settlement, land-use, or sea-
use which is representative of a culture (or cultures), or human interaction with the 
environment especially when it has become vulnerable under the impact of 
irreversible change 
vi to be directly or tangibly associated with events or living traditions, with ideas, or 
with beliefs, with artistic and literary works of outstanding universal significance  
vii to contain superlative natural phenomena or areas of exceptional natural beauty 
and aesthetic importance 
viii to be outstanding examples representing major stages of earth's history, including 
the record of life, significant on-going geological processes in the development of 
landforms, or significant geomorphic or physiographic features 
ix to be outstanding examples representing significant on-going ecological and 
biological processes in the evolution and development of terrestrial, fresh water, 
coastal and marine ecosystems and communities of plants and animals 
x to contain the most important and significant natural habitats for in-situ 
conservation of biological diversity, including those containing threatened species 
of outstanding universal value from the point of view of science or conservation 
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Figure Captions 
 
Figure 1: Georgian grandeur in Bath. 
 
Figure 2: Liverpool waterfront showing the emerging cluster of tall buildings to the north 
west of the city centre (image courtesy of Dennis Rodwell).  
 
Figure 3: The new Museum of Liverpool (left) and the Mann Island development (right), 
under construction 2009, adjacent to the “Three Graces” (far right), seen across Canning 
Dock. 
 
Figure 4: Listed building, Canongate Venture (a former school), Edinburgh, due to be 
demolished as part of the Caltongate scheme. 
 
 
